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But What's Happening in Bongo-Bongo?: 
Perspectives on Multiculturalism 
Herbert Bel/richard-Perkins 
During the last ten years or so, in such journals as The American Scholar and the 
Chronicle of Higher Education, we have seen a multiplicity of articles on diversity, 
multiculturalism, campus racial relations, and the teaching of race and ethnicity. 
Correspondingly, many scholarly conferences on these topics-or sessions in 
conferences focusing on the liberal arts, Western civilization, and the canon-have 
been taking place all over the country. At such conferences, after an anthropologist 
has presented research data and theoretical conclusions, another is likely to take the 
floor and assert that just the contrary is the case in "Bongo-Bongo." Are there any 
respects in which all human beings share unifying bonds, despite differences? I 
argue that there are, and, in doing so, I separate myself from those who fear 
multiculturalism as divisive or disunifying or who believe that it must lead to 
ethnocentrism. 
What's important is how we react to the diversity of cultural systems, and here we 
must distinguish between ethnocentrism and cultural commitment. Cultural 
commitment is an adherence to or a preference for a world view, an aggregation of 
distinctions and standards that allow a person to make sense of the world he or she 
is a member of, but, at the same time, to respect the validity of other world views and 
systems. Ethnocentrism is not merely a preference but a prejudice that holds one's 
own culture not merely to be different from but superior to other cultures. Cultural 
commitment, moreover, recognizes moral principles that define how people ought, 
minimally, to treat each other, what basic obligations of respect and decency they 
owe each other, and what basic rights they ought to be able to enjoy. (Hatch, 135) 
Cultural groups are usually characterized by their oral and material arts, 
philosophies, technical adaptations to the ecosystem, and psycho-social adaptations 
to historical occurrences; but the most important aspect of a culture is its symbolic 
system. Indeed, culture is a symbolic system-not in the sense derived from the 
classical culture theories of Ruth Benedict and Margaret Mead, but rather, as Clifford 
Geertz has explained in his Interpretation of Culture (1973), it is a system of inherited 
conceptions expressed in symbolic forms through which people can "communicate, 
perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes toward life." (14). 
Furthermore, 
As interworked systems of constructable signs, that is symbols, culture is not 
a power, something to which social events, behaviors, institutions, or 
processes can be casually attributed; it is a context, something within which 
they can be intelligibly-that is thickly-described (14). 
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1 n g o ? :  
n  
n  S c h o l a r  a n d  t h e  
c l e s  o n  d i v e r s i t y ,  
c e  a n d  e t h n i c i t y .  
- o r  s e s s i o n s  i n  
t h e  c a n o n - h a v e  
a n  a n t h r o p o l o g i s t  
;  l i k e l y  t o  t a k e  t h e  
o . "  A r e  t h e r e  a n y  
i t e  d i f f e r e n c e s ?  I  
1  t h o s e  w h o  f e a r  
i t  m u s t  l e a d  t o  
: ! m s ,  a n d  h e r e  w e  
n i t m e n t .  C u l t u r a l  
a n  a g g r e g a t i o n  o f  
e  w o r l d  h e  o r  s h e  
r  w o r l d  v i e w s  a n d  
~ t h a t  h o l d s  o n e ' s  
c u l t u r e s .  C u l t u r a l  
o w  p e o p l e  o u g h t ,  
m d  d e c e n c y  t h e y  
f .  ( H a t c h ,  1 3 5 )  
1 d  m a t e r i a l  a r t s ,  
; o c i a l  a d a p t a t i o n s  
1 r e  i s  i t s  s y m b o l i c  
d e r i v e d  f r o m  t h e  
r a t h e r ,  a s  C l i f f o r d  
y s t e m  o f  i n h e r i t e d  
m  " c o m m u n i c a t e ,  
a w a r d  l i f e . "  ( 1 4 ) .  
,  c u l t u r e  i s  n o t  
n s t i t u t i o n s ,  o r  
g  w i t h i n  w h i c h  
W e  n e e d  t o  r e m i n d  o u r s e l v e s  t h a t  e v e n  i n  s o c i e t i e s  w h i c h  a r e  r a c i a l l y  a n d  s o c i a l l y  
h o m o g e n e o u s ,  t h e r e  i s  s t i l l  d i v e r s i t y  i n  t h e  s h a r e d  s y m b o l s  t h a t  s u p p o s e d l y  u n i f y  t h e  
l i v e s  o f  t h o s e  i n  t h e  g r o u p .  T h e  a p p e a r a n c e  o f  s i m i l a r i t y  a n d  t h e  s h a r i n g  o f  c o m m o n  
s y m b o l s - s u c h  a s  l a n g u a g e ,  d r e s s ,  b e h a v i o r - m a y  l e a d  u s  t o  a s s u m e  e r r o n e o u s l y  
t h a t  t h e  m e a n i n g s  w h i c h  p e o p l e  h o l d  f o r  s y m b o l s  a r e  i d e n t i c a l .  A p p a r e n t  s i m i l a r i t y  i n  
b e h a v i o r  o r  i n  c u l t u r a l  p a t t e r n s  d o e s  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  m e a n  u n i t y  i n  c u l t u r e .  F o r  t h o s e  
w h o  d o  n o t  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  t h a t  c u l t u r a l  s y s t e m ,  t h e  s h a r e d  m e a n i n g s  e x c h a n g e d  i n  
d i s c o u r s e  s u f f i c i e n t l y  s t r u c t u r e  t h e  s y m b o l s  h e l d  i n  c o m m o n  t o  m a k e  t h e  d i s c o u r s e  
m u t u a l l y  i n t e l l i g i b l e ,  d e s p i t e  t h e  i d i o s y n c r a t i c  i n t e r p r e t i v e  d i f f e r e n c e s  o f  t h e  
p a r t i c i p a n t s .  A n t h o n y  P .  C o h e n  c a u t i o n s  u s  a b o u t  e q u a t i n g  s h a r e d  s y m b o l i c  f o r m s  
( o b j e c t s )  w i t h  i d e n t i c a l l y  s h a r e d  m e a n i n g s  ( c o n t e n t ) :  
S y m b o l s  a r e  e f f e c t i v e  b e c a u s e  t h e y  a r e  i m p r e c i s e .  T h o u g h  o b v i o u s l y  n o t  
c o n t e n t - l e s s ,  p a r t  o f  t h e i r  m e a n i n g  i s  ' s u b j e c t i v e . '  T h e y  a r e ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  i d e a l  
m e d i a  t h r o u g h  w h i c h  p e o p l e  c a n  s p e a k  a  ' c o m m o n '  l a n g u a g e ,  b e h a v e  i n  
a p p a r e n t l y  s i m i l a r  w a y s ,  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  t h e  ' s a m e '  r i t u a l s ,  p r a y  t o  t h e  ' s a m e '  
g o d s ,  w e a r  s i m i l a r  c l o t h e s ,  a n d  s o  f o r t h ,  w i t h o u t  s u b o r d i n a t i n g  t h e m s e l v e s  t o  a  
t y r a n n y  o f  o r t h o d o x y .  I n d i v i d u a l i t y  a n d  c o m m o n a l i t y  a r e  t h u s  r e c o n c i l a b l e .  
( 2 1  ) .  
T h u s ,  i n  o u r  s t u d y  o f  c u l t u r e ,  w e  m u s t  a c k n o w l e d g e  t h e  s i m i l a r i t y  a n d  t h e  u n i t y ,  b u t  
w h e n  w e  s e e  d i f f e r e n c e s  ( e . g . ,  i n  l a n g u a g e ,  d r e s s ,  b e h a v i o r ,  s k i n  c o l o r ) ,  w e  m u s t  n o t  
d i s m i s s  t h e m :  c o l o r  b l i n d n e s s  i s  n o t  a  v i r t u e .  I n  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  s y m b o l i c  a s p e c t s  
o f  c u l t u r e ,  w e  c a n  c o m e  t o  a p p r e c i a t e  t h e  s t r a n g e  w i t h i n  t h e  f a m i l i a r ,  a n d ,  
c o n v e r s e l y ,  t h e  f a m i l i a r  w i t h i n  t h e  s t r a n g e .  
E a c h  o f  t h e  r e s p e c t i v e  c u l t u r e s  w i t h i n  a  m u l t i c u l t u r a l  s o c i e t y  m u s t  a l s o  b e  s e e n  t o  
b e  d i v e r s e  i n  b o t h  s h a r e d  a n d  u n s h a r e d  c u l t u r a l  c o n t e n t ;  w e  m u s t  a t t e n d  t o  
s a m e n e s s  a s  w e l l  a s  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  m e a n i n g s  a n d  i n  p e r s p e c t i v e s  b o t h  w i t h i n  e a c h  
s o c i a l  g r o u p  a n d  b e t w e e n  g r o u p s .  H o w e v e r ,  m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m ,  i n  i t s  u n i v e r s a l  s e n s e ,  
o r  " p l u r a l i s m , "  e m p h a s i z e s  t h e  n o t i o n  o f  c o m m u n i t y  o f  i n t e r e s t  t h a t  u n i t e s  d i s t i n c t  
s o c i a l  g r o u p s  e v e n  w h i l e  i t  r e c o g n i z e s  t h e i r  d i s t i n c t i o n s  i n  n o n - s h a r e d  c u l t u r a l  
c o n t e n t .  
W h y  f o c u s  o n  m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m  i n  e d u c a t i o n ?  T h e  k n o w l e d g e  a n d  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  
o t h e r  c u l t u r e s  w i d e n  o u r  c h o i c e s  f o r  a c t i o n  a n d  d e c i s i o n  m a k i n g ,  a s  w e l l  a s  b r o a d e n  
o u r  s e n s e  o f  r e a l i t y ,  m e a n i n g ,  a n d  f e e l i n g  b y  i n t e g r a t i n g  t h e  a r r a y  o f  v a l u e s ,  
p e r s p e c t i v e s ,  a n d  b e l i e f s  o f f e r e d  t o  u s .  A s  P e t e r  L .  B e r g e r  p u t s  i t ,  m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m  
r e s u l t s  i n  a  c o s m o p o l i t a n  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  ( 5 2 - 3 ) ,  s o m e t h i n g  w h i c h  e d u c a t i o n  o u g h t  t o  
e n h a n c e .  D a v i d  H o l l i n g e r  i d e n t i f i e s  c o s m o p o l i t a n i s m  a s  a  m o m e n t  i n  m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m  
w h i c h  w i l l s  " t o  e n g a g e  h u m a n  d i v e r s i t y , "  a n d  i s  t h u s  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  f r o m  t h e  
u n i v e r s a l i s t  u r g e  t o  a t t e n d  o n l y  t o  t h e  s a m e n e s s e s  i n  h u m a n  e x p e r i e n c e  i n  t h e  " w i l l  t o  
f i n d  a  c o m m o n  g r o u n d . ' '  
.  .  .  c o s m o p o l i t a n s  l o o k  b e y o n d  a  p r o v i n c e  o r  n a t i o n  t o  t h e  l a r g e r  s p h e r e  o f  
h u m a n k i n d  . . . .  C o s m o p o l i t a n i s m  s h a r e s  w i t h  a l l  v a r i e t i e s  o f  u n i v e r s a l i s m  a  
G r a n d  V a l l e y  R e v i e w  •  4 9  
profound susp1c1on of enclosures, but cosmopolitanism is defined by an 
additional element not essential to universalism itself: recognition, acceptance, 
and eager exploration of diversity. Cosmopolitanism urges each individual and 
collective unit to absorb as much varied experience as it can while retaining its 
capacity to advance its aims effectively. For cosmopolitans, the diversity of 
humankind is fact; for universalists, it is a potential problem (84). 
Some fear that a focus on multiculturalism decenters traditional beliefs based on 
Graeco-Roman-European-Christian civilization and values and is thus disorienting. 
However, through multicultural education, we will be exposed to each other's 
samenesses and differences. Our task is to collect the cultural differences 
surrounding but separating us and aggregate them into a new unity, creating a 
cultural form that can be shared. This new form would not mean that all aspects of 
our common culture would be shared; rather that the aggregate of our samenesses 
and our differences would constitute our unity. Yet, in forming this new unity, we 
must guard against treating culture as unified, uncomplicated, and harmonious and 
also against treating cultural differences as wholly accessible and comprehensible. 
We must understand that each cultural group will to some degree be impenetrable 
and incommensurable, that there will always remain between both groups and 
individuals, some unshared meaning. 
So, of what does our unity consist? The distinguishing character of the United 
States is our diversity, yet we are united in our belief that despite our national, 
religious, and ethnic differences, we can pledge our allegiance to the political ideals 
in our Declaration of Independence, Constitution, and Bill of Rights. Because we 
share allegiance to these democratic principles, we can communicate with each 
other, seek to influence each other, and thereby come to some consensus. To be a 
citizen of the United States is to be someone whose existence is circumscribed by 
differences between people that are mediated through dialogue in democratic 
contexts. We learn from each other; our differences enrich us. 
Diversity enriches our campuses, not only in their student and faculty bodies, but 
in their curricula. Diversity challenges cultural hegemony: for instance, Anglo-
conformity or Eurocentricity. Linda Carpenter, in a fall, 1991, newsletter from the 
University of Wisconsin system, states that the purpose of diversification is to "help 
students support, respect, appreciate, nurture and work productively with 
differences." Moreover, she claims that diversity is consistent with a faculty's 
professional obligation, because the word "implies a potentially positive modification 
of student values, assumptions, attitudes and behaviors . . . . [it] requires raising 
controversial cross-cultural questions and re-examining assumptions as well as 
facilitating critical thinking." 
Current projections indicate that, by the year 2000, perhaps as many as one-third 
of our population will be people of color, and that, in some states, they will be the 
new majority. We must learn how to live together under changed conditions. What do 
people need to know and to value so that they may live in relative peace and 
cooperate to advance their common welfare? How are we to come to terms with 
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l o t h  g r o u p s  a n d  
t e r  o f  t h e  U n i t e d  
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1 s e n s u s .  T o  b e  a  
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~culty b o d i e s ,  b u t  
i n s t a n c e ,  A n g l o -
N s l e t t e r  f r o m  t h e  
i c a t i o n  i s  t o  " h e l p  
1 r o d u c t i v e l y  w i t h  
w i t h  a  f a c u l t y ' s  
; i t i v e  m o d i f i c a t i o n  
I  r e q u i r e s  r a i s i n g  
t i o n s  a s  w e l l  a s  
n a n y  a s  o n e - t h i r d  
,  t h e y  w i l l  b e  t h e  
n d i t i o n s .  W h a t  d o  
l a t i v e  p e a c e  a n d  
1 1 e  t o  t e r m s  w i t h  
i n e q u a l i t y  a n d  l a c k  o f  o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  b o t h  m i n o r i t y  a n d  m a j o r i t y ?  H o w  a r e  w e  t o  
e n c o u r a g e  e m p o w e r m e n t  a n d  i n c l u s i o n  i n  e d u c a t i o n ?  H o w  a r e  w e  t o  a v o i d  t h e  p i t f a l l  
o f  e t h n o c e n t r i s m ,  o r  c l o s e d - m i n d e d  o r t h o d o x y ?  
I n  e d u c a t i o n ,  m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m  h a s  b e e n  p e r c e i v e d  a s  a  c h a l l e n g e  t o  t h e  c a n o n ,  
w h i c h  h a s  c o m e  t o  o b j e c t i f y  t h e  E u r o p e a n  l e g a c y  a s  t h e  u n i v e r s a l  s t a n d a r d  o f  
c u l t u r a l  a c h i e v e m e n t ,  e v e n  t h o u g h  W e s t e r n  a r t s  a n d  s c i e n c e s  h a v e  b e e n  i n f l u e n c e d  
b y  o t h e r  c i v i l i z a t i o n s  f r o m  a n t i q u i t y  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t .  S o m e  r e v i s i o n i s t s  a r e  l a r g e l y  
c o n c e r n e d  w i t h  c o r r e c t i n g  h i s t o r i c a l  i n a c c u r a c i e s  a n d  i n c l u d i n g  o m i s s i o n s  f r o m  n o n -
E u r o p e a n  l e g a c i e s .  P l u r a l i s t s ,  o n  t h e  o t h e r  h a n d ,  s e e  n o  n e e d  f o r  i n c l u s i o n ;  t h e y  s e e  
a s  m a n y  c a n o n s  a s  t h e r e  a r e  w o r l d  v i e w s ,  s o  t h a t  i n s t e a d  o f  a  u n i v e r s a l  o r  m a s t e r  
c a n o n ,  t h e r e  c a n  b e  a n  A f r i c a n - A m e r i c a n  o r  A f r o - c e n t r i c  c a n o n ,  a  L a t i n o  c a n o n ,  a  
f e m i n i s t  c a n o n ,  a n d  s o  o n .  T h e  d a n g e r  i n  t h e  p l u r a l i s t  a p p r o a c h  i s  t h e  p r i v i l e g i n g  o f  
g r o u p  p a r t i c u l a r n e s s ,  t h e  e x c l u s i v i s t  a b s o r p t i o n  o f  p r o t e c t i n g  a n d  p e r p e t u a t i n g  
p a r t i c u l a r ,  e x i s t i n g  c u l t u r e s .  ( H o l l i n g e r ,  8 5 )  
W h i l e  a v o i d i n g  t h e  p i t f a l l s  o f  b o t h  u n i v e r s a l i s m  a n d  p l u r a l i s m ,  i t  i s  p o s s i b l e  t o  
i n t e g r a t e  a  m u l t i c u l t u r a l  p e r s p e c t i v e  i n t o  e x i s t i n g  l i b e r a l  a r t s  c u r r i c u l a ,  a s  L i n d a  
C a r p e n t e r  n o t e s .  O n e  c a n  u s e  t h e  " u n i t  a p p r o a c h , "  i n  w h i c h  t h e  c u r r i c u l u m  c a n  b e  
s u p p l e m e n t e d  w i t h  s e v e r a l  u n i t s .  A n o t h e r  i s  t h e  " c o u r s e  a p p r o a c h , "  i n  w h i c h  a  s i n g l e  
c o u r s e  c a n  b e  o f f e r e d  t o  a d d r e s s  i s s u e s  p e r t a i n i n g  t o  r a c e ,  c l a s s ,  g e n d e r ,  a n d  
e t h n i c i t y .  I n  t h e  " p y r a m i d  a p p r o a c h "  a n  i n t e g r a t e d '  s e r i e s  o f  s p e c i a l i z e d  c o u r s e s  c a n  
p r o v i d e  a n  i n - d e p t h  s t u d y  o f  m u l t i c u l t u r a l  i s s u e s .  T h e  b e s t  w a y ,  t h e  " i n f u s i o n  
a p p r o a c h , "  i n t e g r a t e s  m u l t i c u l t u r a l  p e r s p e c t i v e s  t h r o u g h o u t  e a c h  c o u r s e .  T h i s  
a p p r o a c h  " p l a c e s  h e a v y  d e m a n d s  o n  a l l  f a c u l t y  m e m b e r s ,  s i n c e  a l l  m u s t  k n o w  
p e r t i n e n t  i n f o r m a t i o n  a n d  h a v e  p e r t i n e n t  r e s o u r c e s  t o  b l e n d  m u l t i c u l t u r a l  w i t h  
m o n o c u l t u r a l  p e r s p e c t i v e s "  ( 3 ) .  F o r  i t  t o  w o r k ,  t h e  f a c u l t y  m u s t  b e c o m e  c o n v e r s a n t  
w i t h  m i n o r i t y ,  w o m e n ' s ,  a n d  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  s c h o l a r s h i p  t h a t  r e l a t e s  t o  o n e ' s  d i s c i p l i n e  
a n d  t a k e  t h a t  s c h o l a r s h i p  i n t o  a c c o u n t  a s  w e  r e v i s e  o u r  e x i s t i n g  c u r r i c u l a .  
M a r y  L o u i s e  P r a t t  d e s c r i b e s  h o w  S t a n f o r d  U n i v e r s i t y  d e a l t  w i t h  t h e  i s s u e  o f  
m u l t i c u l t u r a l i s m  a n d  t h e  c a n o n .  T h e  f o l l o w i n g  f o u r  o b j e c t i v e s  w e r e  i m p e r a t i v e  i n  
r e v a m p i n g  t h e  c u r r i c u l u m :  
1 .  i n c r e a s i n g  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  c u l t u r a l  d i v e r s i t y  a n d  i n t e r a c t i o n  w i t h i n  t h e  
U n i t e d  S t a t e s  a n d  e l s e w h e r e ;  
2 .  e n g a g i n g  s t u d e n t s  w i t h  w o r k s  t h a t  h a v e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  i m p o r t a n c e  b y  v i r t u e  o f  
t h e  i d e a s  t h e y  e x p r e s s ,  t h e i r  m o d e  o f  e x p r e s s i o n ,  o r  t h e i r  i n f l u e n c e ;  
3 .  d e v e l o p i n g  c r i t i c a l  t h i n k i n g ;  a n d  
4 .  i n c r e a s i n g  s k i l l s  i n  r e a d i n g ,  r e a s o n i n g ,  a r g u i n g ,  a n d  a n a l y z i n g  t e x t s .  
W i t h i n  t h e s e  o b j e c t i v e s ,  P r a t t  s t a t e s ,  
s o c i a l ,  g e o g r a p h i c a l ,  a n d  h i s t o r i c a l  d i v e r s i t y  w o u l d  m e a n  c o u r s e s  d e s i g n e d  t o  
c o n f r o n t  i s s u e s  r e l a t i n g  t o  c l a s s ,  e t h n i c i t y ,  r a c e ,  r e l i g i o n ,  g e n d e r ,  a n d  s e x u a l  
o r i e n t a t i o n ;  t o  i n c l u d e  t h e  s t u d y  o f  w o r k s  b y  w o m e n ,  m i n o r i t i e s ,  a n d  p e r s o n s  o f  
c o l o r ;  t o  s t u d y  w o r k s  f r o m  a t  l e a s t  o n e  E u r o p e a n  a n d  a t  l e a s t  o n e  n o n -
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European culture in their own historical and cultural context; and to involve at 
least six to eight centuries of historical depth.(17) 
Multicultural education ought not be limited to dispensing information about other 
societies or sub-societies, nor should it be limited to issues of cultural differences or 
unique experiences and contributions. Through multiculturalism we ought to be able 
to achieve a greater cultural understanding of and respect for others as well as 
enhanced critical perspectives of ourselves and of those we study. That is, we ought 
to be able to develop a cosmopolitan consciousness. 
The effort we make to prepare ourselves and our students for participation in the 
global village must go hand in hand with our efforts to understand and cope with 
difference at the local level. Nationalism, race, ethnicity, gender, class and social 
inequality remain as central issues in our social relationships, wherever our village, 
whatever its size. I applaud the efforts of my colleagues to introduce cultural diversity 
into their courses, to question their received knowledge, their positioned certainties, 
as I struggle to question my own. I wish, through this essay, to enter into dialogue 
with all of you on the issue of multiculturalism. If what I learn through these dialogues 
causes me discomfort, all the better, for I am not sure of my own "correctness" in the 
politics or the pedagogy which I espouse. Something may be on the verge of 
discovery in "Bongo Bongo" which will cause me to adjust my views. 
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